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Abstract
This article delves into original source material from the
Azusa Street Revival to rekindle an awareness of the heavy
emphasis that participants placed on humility as a deep and
vibrant experience, both as a precondition for receiving the
fullness of the Spirit and as an ongoing Pentecostal
encounter. Re-lighting the Pentecostal fire is necessary to
respond to the struggles of the movement in North America
where disillusionment with “triumphalism” has created an
uncertain future. Voices from the past and present echo the
imperative that the Holy Spirit experience should be
balanced by personal sacrifice. A revival of deep selfsurrender is a key for the movement to adequately address
the challenges of the twenty-first century.

Introduction
“God has always sought a humble people. He can use no other.”1 Los
Angeles, California, is unlikely to be associated with humility, yet it would
become the epicenter of a significant doctrinal emphasis on this virtue as
God’s power and presence were made known to those who would come to
the meetings associated with William Seymour. The Azusa Street revival
that launched the modern Pentecostal movement articulated a profound
humility in faith and practice; however, this humble disposition may be all
but unrecognizable to contemporary audiences due to a counterproductive
emphasis on victory common to the movement.2 This article highlights the
little-explored depth of the experience of humility at Azusa Street.3 Early
Pentecostals of the Apostolic Faith Mission expressed their practice of the
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cross through a deep encounter of humility. Recapturing this history is vital
in facing the challenges of postmodernity.

Effects of Pentecostal Trumphalism
Pentecostalism is struggling among the white population in North
America even while it grows among other demographics within the same
region.4 David J. Courey identifies the problem as a failed sense of
triumphalism that has caused recent generations to judge the idea of the
“victorious Christian life” as incapable. 5 North American Pentecostalism
is experiencing a “crisis of truth”; however, the current triumphant
personality renders the movement unable to meet present and future
demands. 6 To restore credibility, Pentecostalism in this region must
reinvent itself to reach the postmodern world.7
To understand the problem requires familiarity with
Pentecostalism. The surface problem is the movement’s stagnation
among the white population. However, the source of the problem is
observed through the perspectives of its third and fourth generations,
which became disenfranchised by a distinct narrative.8 The Pentecostal
soteriological message is that salvation and Spirit baptism produce a
victorious life.9 Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen observes:
Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity has reintroduced to
Christian spirituality an ideal of victorious Christian living, an
intensive faith expectation, and an emphasis on spiritual power
to overcome problems. The attitude of “overcoming” is
characteristic of Pentecostal and Charismatic preaching. 10

These descriptive qualities are what Courey categorizes as
“triumphalism.” This mindset involves social and cultural implications,
not the least those witnessed in faith and politics. As an example,
Pentecostals tend to make extraordinary, assertive healing claims. When
healing efforts are successful, they become a testimony of the victorious
life; however, failed attempts at healing may lead to disappointment and
even marginalization. 11 This is an example of the kind of cognitive
dissonance required by Pentecostals. On the one hand, victorious claims
are retained philosophically; but on the other hand, expectations of
attaining these claims have shifted to accommodate the failure of the
experience.12 The result is that the movement has “lost credibility . . .
[and] . . . is in danger of fading into the oblivion of institutionalism.” 13
The present danger of “throwing out the Pentecostal baby with the
Pentecostal bathwater” is a real threat to its future.14
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Luther, Azusa Street, and the Cross
To counter this failed Pentecostal triumphalism, Courey proposes an
application of Martin Luther’s theology of the cross, which, at its core, is a
theology that eschews human triumph.15 A generalization of Luther’s
theologia crucis is that it is a revelation of God that exposes humanity. In
part, this revelation is the recognition that God is known not in works or
glory but suffering—specifically, that of Christ. To meet God is to meet
Christ at the cross and to share in the sufferings of Jesus.
Pentecostals express great affection for the cross, but the question is
raised whether the movement has “plumbed the depths of its
meaning.”16 Perhaps the best way to understand how this Lutheran
particular might apply to Pentecostalism is through understanding its
doctrinal antithesis, which Luther identifies as a “theology of glory.” The
contrast between these theological opposites is summarized as follows:
“The human tendency is to delight in the power and the glory, but the
cross reminds us that worship begins where God has shown himself to be
for us, that he has entered into our pain and deigns in Word and
sacrament to be found by faith.” 17 The question rightly becomes whether
Pentecostalism is inseparable from a theology of glory. 18 Luther’s thesis
is that those who pursue the theology of glory never attain Christ because
God is hidden in suffering. 19
It would be an error to minimize the presence of victory and glory as
part of the Azusa Street experience. However, the mission maintained a
balance between power and humility, resulting from their approach to
the cross. Although it was a lightly articulated doctrine, the cross was a
critical element presented potently. An example of this is expressed in an
appeal in the Apostolic Faith from October 1906:
Jesus was not only nailed to the cross but hung there till He died.
He did not come down from the cross as they told Him to do,
though He had the power to do so. So with us, when we are
crucified with Christ, we should not come down and live for self
again, but stay on the cross. A constant death to self is the way to
follow our Master. 20

Herein, attention is placed on the fullness of the experience of
suffering and death. In this sermonette, the cross is a type of identifier
with Christ, representing the human experience—that one must be in
continuous self-denial. This language not only shares traits of Azusa
participants’ views on sanctification, but is also synonymous with their
approach toward humility. Abraham F. Joseph states, “Humility is at the
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core of the hermeneutical principle known as the theologia crucis, the
cross-centered theology of Luther.” 21 Therefore, while there are stark
distinctions between Lutheran and Pentecostal views of the cross,
humility, a shared link between the theologia crucis and practice at
Azusa Street, becomes the bridge connecting the two.
Early Pentecostals understood that a close identification with the
cross was necessary to retain their anointing, and subsequently their
sense of victory. 22 Azusa’s view of the cross was most prominently
articulated by the testimony of humility that permeated every function.
While these believers most certainly did assert manifestations of glory
and powers of victory, the intention was that these experiences would be
tempered by personal humility.

Humility at Azusa Street
Early participants of Pentecost in the “Nazareth of Los Angeles” viewed
their humble circumstances as a defining mark of God’s move.23 The
location itself was humble; congregants would gather at the Azusa Street
mission in the summer heat, and unpleasant odors were at times so severe
that one visitor reported the lack of ventilation to the health department. 24
However, the people embraced the humility of their environment,
believing that the glory of God “should have the humblest
surroundings.”25
Witnesses’ first impressions of the Azusa Street revival paint a vivid
picture of profound humility among the worshippers, and seekers of the
Pentecostal experience at the Apostolic Faith Mission quickly became
aware of the unique spirit of humility and self-surrender that filled the
sanctuary. William Durham acknowledged, “The first thing that
impressed me was the love and unity that prevailed in the meeting, and
the heavenly sweetness that filled the very air that I breathed.”26 Louis
Osterberg remarks:
From the first time I entered I was struck by the blessed spirit
that prevailed in the meeting, such a feeling of unity and humility
among the children of God. And before the meeting was over, I
was fully satisfied and convinced that it was the mighty power of
God that was working. 27

The pervasive atmosphere of humility was distinct and inseparable
from the visitation of the Holy Spirit. Another observer remarked on
this, reporting that the humble hearts were the most striking element of
the experience to such an extent that hopeful visitors were prompted to
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seek not only tongues and Holy Spirit baptism but also a life-altering
encounter of humility. 28 Gary McGee rightly assesses that the secret to
their power was “brokenness, repentance, and humility.” 29
This evidenced humility was powerful and noteworthy enough that
the early writers of the movement considered it a vital behavior, both as
a vibrant spiritual force and a precondition for receiving Holy Spirit
baptism. David Michel notes, “Humility . . . came to be regarded as a de
facto requirement for the reception of Pentecostal baptism.” 30 The
Apostolic Faith Mission assessed a steep spiritual cost from seekers—
they had to demonstrate the fruit of humility as a means of preparation.
Frank Bartleman described this, saying, “A body must be prepared, in
repentance and humility, for every outpouring of the Spirit.” 31 The
breaking process was somber; an attendee would either leave the
mission prematurely, unable to surrender fully, or depart a completely
humbled and changed person.
Numerous accounts from various areas justify the assertion that
humility was widely experienced among early seekers of Pentecost.
Brother Hill’s written testimony that before receiving his Pentecostal
evidence, he had first “humbled himself,” is reflective of many reports
that a humbling encounter was a precursor to receiving the Spirit’s
baptism. 32 In another instance, A. S. Copley remarked that “Christians
needed to be humble in order for God to trust them with these gifts.”33
Arthur Booth-Clibborn asserted, “Any cheapening of the price of
Pentecost would be a disaster of untold magnitude.”34 The accounts are
many that provide a clear indication that wherever the movement
spread, a profoundly humbling process of self-surrender preceded and
accompanied the reception of Pentecost. In Bartleman’s words, “pride
and self-assertion, self-importance and self-esteem, could not survive
there. The religious ego preached its own funeral sermon quickly.” 35
This process of profound humility not only preceded the baptism of
the Holy Spirit but also followed it. Various testimonies in The Apostolic
Faith affirm that “the baptism of the Holy Spirit makes you more humble
and filled with divine love and the graces and fruits of the Spirit are
manifest,” 36 and “the more of the Holy Ghost you have, the more love,
the more humility” 37 participants exhibited. Those who received God’s
infilling presence frequently came under conviction to apologize and
reconcile wrongs from their past. These gestures included paying off old
debts, extending forgiveness, burying personal animosity and strife, and
on at least one occasion, confessing a crime to law enforcement. 38 A
poignant testimony of this sort came from the pen of G. A. Cook, whose
experience with humility at his reception of Pentecost spurred him to
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seek out various individuals asking for forgiveness for even such offenses
as having used “harsh words and criticism.” Cook recounted that he
broke into tears while remembering instances like these, even while
traveling to work. He explained that “power with God meant deep
humility in our dealings with our fellow creatures.” 39 Clearly, the work
of humility served not only as a precondition of Holy Spirit baptism but
as a life-changing expression of grace that the Spirit’s inward presence
enhanced.
Early Pentecostals believed that if they failed to remain in a state of
humility, God would no longer use them.40 Even shortly after the initial
outpouring, participants had the awareness to guard against selfimportance, which could ruin the movement’s momentum.41 The
baptism of the Holy Spirit was not the end goal but instead was intended
to be a gateway for believers to further their experiences of humility and
self-surrender. In 1908, two years after the initial outpouring, optimism
for the Spirit’s further works coincided with a call to “sink down in
deeper humility.” 42 William Durham affirms that continued moves of
God would be realized only on these terms:
The call of God to His people now is to humble themselves . . .
and wait till His power is restored. The great question is, will
men see the plan of God, and yield to it? Will men get down in
humility at Jesus’ feet, and pray and wait till He restores His full,
Pentecostal power? Let God’s people everywhere . . . begin to
seek in deep, true humility. 43

In Durham’s view, only the beginnings of Pentecostal restoration were
experienced at Azusa Street, with abject humility considered a vital
element of full power in further outpourings.

Divine Glory through Human Humility
The most prominent threat to the stability of the movement was not the
opponents but its adherents. Self-assertiveness was a noted hindrance
that worked against the Spirit. To avoid personal glory, the Apostolic
Faith endeavored to prevent personal credit, making a conscious choice
not to list an editor; instead, they noted that all editor-in-chief
responsibilities were conceded to God. 44 Names were kept to a
minimum, often only ascribing proper citation to letters received from
outside Los Angeles. The workers who published the newspaper did not
solicit donations to cover the printing and mailing thousands of copies
free of charge. 45 Likewise, the facility rental was secured only by
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offerings prompted by the leading of the Holy Spirit. The belief was that
if God willed meetings and publications, he would provide the monies. 46
During the meetings, the Holy Spirit’s “liturgy” stood in contrast to
standard church practice. The gatherings were largely unprogrammed
with no preplanned announcements, or altar calls. They did not have
musical instruments, choir, or arranged singing. Perhaps most distinct
was the absence of a planned sermon or even an expected speaker. The
congregants listened to the voice of God through whichever servant he
used. Services were approached as a blank slate with participants waiting
for the Holy Spirit’s guidance. They engaged in songs spontaneously as
led by the Spirit. On the occasions when it was necessary to gain the
audience’s attention for an announcement, the petitioner of God’s time
did so with fear and trembling.47 Preachers who spoke knew precisely
when to discontinue the sermon.48 Establishing expectations for
services at the Azusa sanctuary would have been to introduce the flesh, a
practice too dangerous on that sacred ground. 49 Practitioners of the
work were keenly aware that if they ever lost their unique character and
organized, becoming like other churches, the movement would be lost. 50
Humility worked in these people in such a way that the seeker
became not only concerned to offend the Lord but also shared a deep
sensitivity in their treatment of one another. The fellowship intentionally
avoided creating class distinctions among members based on social,
racial, or economic standing or perceived spiritual attainment.51 This
Pentecostal community viewed itself as God’s little children, brothers
and sisters, belonging together. 52 In the early days, the Azusa sanctuary
had no raised platform to exalt any person at the meeting, nor was there
a pulpit present to distinguish one servant from another. 53 Neither
denominational credentials nor academic distinctions were recognized;
all participants were required to learn anew from God. If any wanted to
consider themselves a minister, they must display servant qualities,
become like Christ, and wash others’ feet. 54

Unity in Diversity through Humility
The Pentecostal restoration challenged social boundaries that had
restricted the church in the United States. The early mission drew from
various ethnic backgrounds, with minorities serving in many of the most
visible roles of the revival,55 and there was great diversity among the
congregants, whom Bartleman describes as anchored in the “sea of pure
divine love.”56
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Women and men alike were noted for their humility, recognizing
the blessing as a critical function of the movement. Also representative of
the experience was a variety of ages. Elderly members reported profound
encounters with the Spirit; meanwhile, children also received the Spirit’s
baptism, accompanied by remarkable evidence of humility. Joseph
Robbins wrote from Alliance, Ohio, of many young people who were
baptized and blessed by the Holy Spirit. He concluded his remarks by
stating, “Humility is manifest to high and low alike.” 57 Attendees from
various denominational and theological streams participated in the early
Pentecostal meetings. Worshipers entered from multiple Protestant
traditions, including Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian, and
Holiness, and several attestations noted the participation of Catholics.
The early seekers were aware that this humble circumstance
facilitated God’s move. The Apostolic Faith acknowledged that the
revival likely would have never gained traction nor diversity had it
started in an upscale church, 58 but instead, it came to those who were
the most receptive to God’s power—ethnic minorities, the poor, women,
children, the sick, and even the formerly incarcerated.
Descriptions of the church disciplinary process are sparse in the
earliest Azusa Street histories, likely due to unity induced by selfsurrender. The people’s humility made them cautious to avoid
interfering in God’s work and led them to entrust matters of correction
to the Holy Spirit. One congregant who identified herself as a “mother in
Israel” gave a cautious yet remarkable exhortation regarding discipline:
Don’t try to prune one another. Jesus says, “I am the vine and my
Father is the husbandman. Every branch in me that beareth not
fruit, he purgeth it.” Let Him do the pruning and purging. If you
see a brother or sister doing anything you do not approve of,
instead of blazing it abroad, get down on your knees. 59

Relinquishing control to the Holy Spirit in discipline is consistent
with the broader experience of self-denial witnessed by the mission’s
testimonies.
Other evidence of church discipline appears in the Apostolic Faith’s
admonition to “overlook each other’s faults,” and at the most, handle
faults in love and meekness. 60 Given their intense personal breaking
process, members had full awareness of the Spirit’s disciplinary
capability. Therefore, it was consistent for the people to wait on God to
deal with disciplinary matters since other vital elements of the mission’s
operation were also surrendered to the Spirit’s direction.
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The believers’ confidence in the Holy Spirit to handle discipline
freed them up to concentrate on unity and love. The Spirit’s influence
enabled this new Pentecostal community to operate with a remarkable
charity and harmony despite many obstacles. 61 Members were
conscious of the marvelous unity, but also first-time visitors to the
meetings instantly recognized a unique intimacy and harmony.
This tenderness was not unique to the Apostolic Faith Mission; it
was a shared experience of early Pentecostals elsewhere. In San
Francisco, such a profound sense of unity enveloped the observers that
they would even seek the blessing of a “bridled tongue” to participate in
that bond. 62 Further up the West Coast in Oregon, a believer wrote of
the Pentecost-induced atmosphere of cooperation within the
congregation, noting, “such a humble people, such love and unity I never
saw.” 63
The Apostolic Faith also records a homily on the importance of love
and unity, emphasizing the need for a humble appreciation for all
participants:
If you want to see God work in power, see a people that are living
in love and unity and harmony; but if the devil can get in and
divide the people of God and sow dissension among them, then
God cannot work. I have five fingers on my hand. One is a little
one, but if I cut this little one, it will hurt the whole body. So the
least member in the body is just as necessary as the greatest.
(The greatest member is the most humble one.) Every Bloodwashed soul is a member of the body. We cannot reject one
without hurting the whole body. If you cut the little finger, it goes
right to the heart and every member suffers. 64

To potentially disrupt this unity would be to grieve the Spirit. Such
cases prompted a distinct conviction in the very moment of the
inappropriate thought or word powerful enough to cause “strong men
[to] lie for hours under the mighty power of God, cut down like grass.”65
Their sense of love was so pure that it became unimaginable for
members to hurt their Savior or each other. This exceptional unity could
only exist in part through the supernatural gift of humility embraced by
these gatherers.
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Humility and the Clergy
The breaking process required to receive God’s gifts was often nearly
unbearable, and it could be even more intense for clergy than for
laypeople. Preachers suffered especially traumatic altar experiences
because God often had to work through a prouder exterior to bring them
to Pentecostal humility. As Bartleman describes, “It is hard for preachers
to get the ‘baptism.’ They must die to so much self-ability, activity, etc. It
puts self absolutely out of business. To become nothing is too hard for
them. They may lose their position, support, reputation. . . .” 66 It was too
steep a risk for some. The Apostolic Faith also reflects:
There have been those who have sought for the baptism and
could not get it, because they did not come humbly as a little
babe. They did not give up their doctrines and opinions; they did
not empty out so they could get the filling . . . some came like
men and women with plenty of knowledge and did not empty
out. 67

In these instances, clergymen did not receive the baptism because they
fought to retain their self-importance regarding their abilities, education,
and dogma. The cost of becoming truly humble required such an intense
experience of surrender that some clergy refused the price of Pentecostal
admission.
It was not only unnamed or lesser-known clergy who encountered
personal humility; Seymour and Bartleman, critical figures in the
movement, are also recorded as having experienced humility. William
Durham says of Seymour:
He is the meekest man I ever met. He walks and talks with God.
His power is in his weakness. He seems to maintain a helpless
dependence on God and is as simple-hearted as a little child, and
at the same time is so filled with God that you feel the love and
power every time you get near him. 68

Many other accounts of Seymour’s humility are recorded by
Bartleman, while further evidence is supplied in many letters sent to the
Apostolic Faith.
Bartleman was also broken enough to eschew self-regard. He
expressed a feeling of shame when others gave a favorable report about
him. To avoid pride, he burned “no less than” 500 letters he had
received, many from high-profile religious leaders.69 He remarked that
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his prior sermons, which he had previously considered to be wellconstructed and technically sound, now “nauseated” him as he reflected
over them.70 His Holy Spirit-led experience impelled him to forget any
good things that he had ever considered himself to have done. Instead,
he viewed himself as though he had accomplished nothing, esteeming
only God and the cross.
Ministers who desired to receive the spiritual gifts and then carry
the message of Pentecost home to their local fields of ministry faced the
challenge of guarding against becoming a local celebrity. Bartleman gives
one account of what happened when a minister allowed his pride to
interfere with God’s work:
But God brought him down. The Spirit convicted him and he fell
in a heap. He almost jarred the building when he fell. He lay
under a bench for five hours and began to see himself as God saw
him. The Spirit took him all to pieces and showed him his pride,
ambition, etc. Finally he got up, without a word, and went home.
There he locked himself in his room and remained until God met
him. He came out from that interview meek as a little lamb, and
confessed his shortcomings. The hindrance was out of the way
and the meetings swept on in power. 71

The precondition of the power of God moving was this process of
being completely emptied of self. Ministers did not merely acknowledge
the need for humility intellectually and theologically; they suffered a
tangible experience of agony with God as their pride was exposed to
them, leaving them helpless and childlike.72
An extreme measure of self-reflection was not unique in Pentecostal
beginnings. Bartleman records how it was the standard for preachers
who submitted themselves to the humbling process, seeking all that God
had to offer:
The leaders, or pastors, will be seen most of the time on their
faces on the floor. We saw some wonderful things in those days.
Even very good men came to abhor themselves in the clearer
light of God. The preachers died the hardest. They had so much
to die to. So much reputation and good works. But when God got
through with them they gladly turned a new page and chapter.
That was one reason they fought so hard. Death is not at all a
pleasant experience. And strong men die hard. 73

The humbling encounter with the cross remained consistent as the
movement spread out from its origins in Los Angeles. The Apostolic
Faith records testimonies from others writing to the mission, such as
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that of Brother Rosa, a minister who wrote of his experience in
Oklahoma:
I was too proud as a minister of the Gospel to humble myself in a
lowly mission and let ladies pray over me for the gift of the Holy
Ghost, and I had in my mind what people would think of me. But
the third day, as I arose to testify in the audience, the only words
I could say were: “What does God think of me?” Then I could
only weep for some minutes and the power of God came upon me
until I dropped to the floor. I was under the power of God for
about an hour and a half, and it was there that all pride, and self,
and conceit disappeared, and I was really dead to the world. 74

Bartleman describes the impact of these encounters further, saying,
“The fact is when a man gets to the place where he really loves obscurity,
where he does not care to preach, and where he would rather sit in the
back seat than on the platform, then God can lift him up and use him,
and not very much before.” 75 In the most primitive scenario of the
movement, one could not be a minister without evidence of humility
displayed by the deprecation of all honor for the cleric.
Decades later, those who took part in this process continued to
express the impact of the experience. Recollecting on her experience at
Azusa Street thirty years following the peak of those meetings, Emma
Cotton reminisces, “I remember those days; I feel like going down into
the dust of humility, if only to bring back that old-time Power. I am
willing to give my life.”76 In reflection, humility was still remembered as
a crucial link to the power experienced there. The overpowering
expression of humility was often the key to repentance and receptiveness
to baptism in the Spirit and ongoing spiritual communion with God and
fellow congregants. Harold Hunter acknowledges, “It was evident that
humility was a mark of this genuine faith.”77
The painful process of crucifixion in the form of submitting oneself
to humility permeated the practice of all who received these God-given
graces. As long as Christians remained spiritually “fastened to the cross,”
an instrument of shame, their perpetual self-denial allowed them to
avoid pride and facilitate the movement’s growth.
The picture presented in these early accounts of a movement
birthed through painful encounters with the cross might seem foreign to
modern Pentecostalism’s triumphal personality. However, to these
recipients of the Holy Spirit’s visitation, the victorious life could only be
witnessed by death to self, which prompted a deep personal humility.
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Contemporary Emphasis
Modern Pentecostal scholarship supports the need for humility as a
continuous virtue in the Spirit-filled life. The goal of the Holy Spirit
encounter is not merely a manifestation of glory or a spiritual gift, but
“participation in the life of God.”78 Accordingly, when Pentecostal gifts
are seen as an end rather than a means, spiritual pride—“one of the
greatest dangers to the Christian life” 79—becomes a harmful presence.
Steven Land rightly observes the potential of Pentecostal circles to
develop a sense of spiritual pride and superiority over those who are
perceived to have not partaken in the full experience of the Holy Spirit.
This mindset leads to a class distinction between Christians, something
that was unacceptable at Azusa Street. 80 Daniel Castelo expresses that
Pentecostals tend to be louder than other Christians attempting to wear
spirituality as a “badge of honor.” 81 However, when the Holy Spirit is
truly at work, an awareness of God dwelling within creates a sense of
humility that works against this type of arrogance. 82
Writers recognize that the gift of tongues, which is perhaps the most
distinguishing mark of the movement, is a source of humility, which
should serve as an example to adherents. Pentecostal prayer is a
humbling experience. Those who receive this gift are removed from their
comfort zone as the Spirit gives a divine tongue.83 Tony Richie reflects
on the humbling awe that is prompted by the Spirit’s work:
Speaking in tongues exemplifies the way much of Christian
spirituality functions. Higher, heavenly treasures of the Holy
Spirit are transposed into earthly, human vessels. Christian
spirituality in general and particularly glossolalia has this strange
and sometimes confusing mix of the divine and sublime with the
human and humble. It is crucial to discern both aspects united in
action and recognize that God has chosen to bestow the heights
of spiritual experience on lowly beings fraught with human
frailties. 84

Steven Studebaker describes this reality even more starkly, stating that
the practitioner is reduced to what would seem like a “babbling idiot” in
a humbling form of prayer in the Pentecostal experience of tongues. Selfwill and even self-control become displaced by the Holy Spirit’s
“linguistic humility.” 85
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Justice through Humility
An additional challenge to Pentecostals has been raised by Jürgen
Moltmann, who rightly identified that the charismata or gifts should
serve to enable Pentecostals to confront the modern world’s problems. 86
Pentecostals acknowledge that humility is crucial in maintaining the
church’s mission, including implementing justice in the present world.
As N. T. Wright puts it, the task is “to borrow from God’s future in order
to change the way things are in the present.”87 This justice includes a
social dimension that should serve as an equalizer of human worth,
dignity, and community participation. 88 The church should seek
equality grounded in the principle that all people share the image of
God.89 This notion of justice was inherent to the Pentecostal experience
at Azusa Street that prompted members to embrace a diverse
community.
Early Pentecostals understood that the key to deconstructing many
social boundaries of their day was their humility. The results are
observed in the reports from the mission that equated all human life,
ethnic, racial, gender, and economic. Contemporary scholars likewise
contend that humility and social justice work together. Daniel Groody
argues that in the same way a loss of humility jeopardizes the character
of the movement, so the neglect of social justice risks losing the effect of
the gospel on humanity. 90 Land concurs that justice and humility are
inseparable qualities of the church’s mission.91 Therefore, if the Spiritfilled church meets Moltmann’s challenge to be agents of society’s
transformation, humility is an essential trait. 92 Each of these confirms
the role that humility should be playing in actualizing the church’s
mission.
Understanding the correlation of the missional aspects of humility
and justice places Pentecostalism in a better position to confront the
culture and the uncertain future. While embracing these social principles
is not the sole key to answering postmodern concerns, it remains vital to
communicating to the disenfranchised generations that the movement is
willing to wake up and reassert its credibility while demonstrating a
more realistic view of victory. Addressing the potential of a Spirit-led
organism, Frank Macchia claims:
The eschatological freedom of the Spirit burst open human
biases and oppressive structures. The unity of Pentecost aims to
conquer injustice and hate with justice and compassion. It is not
arrogant and self-serving but humble and obedient. It is
respectful and tolerant of differences. It glorifies God rather than

110 | Spiritus Vol 7, No 1

deifies the creature. It is free and not oppressive. In this unity,
people will discover their true dignity as bearers of the divine
image. 93

Herein, Macchia makes a vital connection between humility and the
glorious potential of the Spirit. The eschatological freedom that one
might consider synonymous with the “victorious life” is not one that, as
Macchia describes it, is self-serving. Instead, a victorious life is one that
is humble while glorifying God. Under these conditions, a theology of
glory may coexist with a theology of the cross in a vibrant
Pentecostalism.
These ideas are challenging and may be difficult to absorb and
implement in an entrenched Pentecostal culture. However, to answer the
call of redefinition and bridge the gap between earlier generations to a
modern flourishing mindset, the movement needs to address these
matters.
As James K. A. Smith contends, Pentecostal scholarship must
operate under Holy Ghost anointing and boldness to develop a
worldview philosophy not found merely within an academic crisis but
instead flowing from our unique spirituality. 94 These matters include
“an eschatological orientation to mission and justice, both expressed in
terms of empowerment,” with an absolute “preferential option for the
marginalized.”95
Within the same context of developing a Spirit-filled concept of
social justice, Estrelda Alexander rightly observes that due to historical
resistance, Pentecostal scholarship has, at times, been restrained by the
institutions it serves—denominations, seminaries, and churches. 96 This
resistance is due to a culture that gave preference to the Spirit’s leading
over an academic approach. However, the Pentecostal church must meet
the demands of a disappointed, post-Christendom society. To achieve
this, contends Alexander, the movement, with humility, must affirm the
value of scholarship, particularly by Pentecostal academics who have
received the Holy Spirit’s gifts, and allow them room to develop an
attitude of social justice. The result will bring Pentecostalism much more
aligned with what she defines as the divine requirement of “justice,
mercy and humility.”97

Conclusion
Rather than appealing only to Lutheran theology to answer modern
challenges, Pentecostals are well-served to examine their foundations at
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Azusa Street and draw on that heritage to identify their response to and
reform of triumphalism. Early Pentecostals’ tremendous testimony of
humility was essential to the movement’s birth, and the voices of those at
Azusa warn of the consequences should this key attribute be lost. The
profound approach to the cross adopted by Azusa Street adherents was
articulated through experience, the preferred method of communication
among those in the primitive movement. This deep encounter with
humility at Azusa as a developed view of the cross is of benefit to
Pentecostals today.
In the United States today, Pentecostalism packages and markets a
“victorious Christian life” with the Holy Spirit’s baptism, a stark contrast
to the Azusa Street experience marked by spiritual death to self.
Returning to a posture focused on self-surrender rather than personal
triumph will help the church connect with the postmodern world that
emphasizes social justice. To remain relevant, the church must continue
to formulate and adapt its missiological and social perspectives. While a
return to these principles of humility and the cross may not meet all the
challenges presented to modern Pentecostalism, it does respond at least
in part to the demands raised in this study. A renewed emphasis on
humility instead of personal victory stands apart from the overwhelming
individualistic tendencies in U.S. culture and challenges the “me-first”
cultural mentality.
A revival of self-surrender prompts a community-oriented focus,
enabling the church to be renewed by the unique and powerful
experience of humility. Azusa Street participants, in their own way,
pressed the social boundaries of their time. The current era is an age of
greater awareness of who “thy neighbor” is; therefore, the ramifications
of being mute on such matters would not only be detrimental to the
future of Pentecostalism but to the whole body of Christ. This study
invites further exploration of the meaning of a victorious life, all aspects
of the cross, and its implications for humanity. Bartleman succinctly
expresses this need when he says, “As thy cross, so will thy Pentecost be.
God’s way to Pentecost was via Calvary.” 98
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